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The Lincoln County War:
An Enduring Fascination.
A Review Essay
LARRY D. BALL

The Lincoln County War remains one of the most widely studied episodes of frontier violence. This bloody New Mexico vendetta (18781879) claimed the lives of some forty persons and left not only a legacy
of bitterness, but also two legendary if controversial characters: Billy
the Kid and the man who killed him, Sheriff Patrick Floyd Garrett.
Since the death of the young outlaw in 1881, the bibliography about
this brutal era has grown prodigiously. It shows no sign of slackening,
as the appearance of six new books reveals. Writers of today have at
their disposal a much fuller-perhaps near definitive-body of sources
about the vendetta, although controversy over interpretation continues.
In Four Fighters of Lincoln County, Robert M. Utley presents lively
and entertaining vignettes of a quartet of participants in the Lincoln
County War: Alexander McSween, lawyer and businessman; Billy the
Kid, rustler and mankiller; Colonel Nathan A. M. Dudley, commandant
of Fort Stanton; and Governor Lew Wallace, whom the federal government assigned the task of ending the violence. Utley, who held the
post of Chief Historian and Assistant Director of the National Park
Service, is well-known for his many books about the military frontier
Larry D. Ball is professor of history in Arkansas State University and the author of
The United States Marshals of New Mexico and Arizona Territories, 1846-1912 (1978).
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of New Mexico Press, 1986. ix + 116 pp. Illustrations, maps, notes, index.
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and Indian wars. His full-length history of the Lincoln County War
will be published later this year. Donald R. Lavash, a well-known writer
in the Southwest and former member of the staff of the New Mexico
State Records Center and Archives, provides the first biography of
Sheriff William Brady. John P. Wilson, anthropologist and historical
consultant in Las Cruces, New Mexico, has written the first scholarly
survey of Lincoln County in the territorial era. Although available now
only in report form, it is scheduled for publication.!
Three additional books take up the sequel to the vendetta, the
concluding years of the life of Billy the Kid, and the death of Pat Garrett.
Donald Cline has devoted many years to research for Alias Billy the
Kid: The Man Behind the Legend. While not a complete biography, Cline
has uncovered many incidental bits of information about the desperado. Perhaps Jon Tuska's Billy the Kid: A Handbook is a logical conclusion
to this groundswell of publications. Tuska has gone beyond all previous
students of Billy the Kid to assemble a factbook. The author became
interested in the outlaw through his study of Hollywood films and
American popular culture. While Tuska's summary of this freebooter's ..
life is some'what dated, the writer nevertheless analyzes the origins '.1';;
and evolution of the legend of Billy the Kid, and appends an inform-.
ative chronology of his subject's life. And finally, Sunstone Press has
published Colin Rickards' Sheriff Pat Garrett's Last Days. A jouinalist
with longstanding interest in frontier characters, Rickards explores the
tortuous and obscure recesses of the brutal 1908 slaying of the veteran
lawman. Unfortunately, no mention is made in the new book about
the previous publication of this little volume-How Pat Garrett Died
(Santa Fe: Palomino Press, 1970).2
The traditional version of the origins of the Lincoln County War
is part of the lore of the Southwest. Lawrence G. Murphy, a former
Union soldier, established an exploitati,ve mercantile firm in Lincoln.
He sought monopoly, but age and the adverse effects of alcohol took
; ~

1. Robert M. Utley, Four Fighters of Lincoln County (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1986); Donald R. Lavash, Sheriff William Brady: Tragic Hero of the Lincoln
County War (Santa Fe, New Mexico: Sunstone Press, 1986); John P. Wilson, Lincoln: A
New Mexico Epic (Office of Cultural Affairs, Museum of New Mexico, State Monuments
Division, Report No. 41, May 1986), to be published as Merchants, Guns, and Money: The
Saga of Lincoln County and its Wars, forthcoming from the Museum of New Mexico Press.
2. Donald Cline, Alias Billy the Kid: The Man Behind the Legend (Santa Fe, New Mexico:
Sunstone Press, 1986); Jon Tuska, Billy the Kid: A Handbook (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986); Colin Rickards, Sheriff Pat Garrett's Last Days (Santa Fe, New Mexico:
Sunstone Press, 1986).
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the Lincoln County War. By Donald
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1986. 128 pp. Illustrations, map,
notes, bibliography, index. $10.95
paper.)

a toll. James J. Dolan entered the partnership. The appearance of a
competitor, Alexander A. McSween, in 1875, challenged the House of
Murphy. John H. Tunstall, an Englishman of some means, and John
Chisum, local cattle baron, joined McSween in an effort to undermine
the Murphy interests. Murphy and Dolan sought to break up the opposition th~ough their puppet, Sheriff William Brady. On February 18,
1878, a Brady posse (without the sheriff) shot and killed the Englishman
as it attempted to attach his horse herd. While the McSween faction
charged foul play, the sheriff maintained that Tunstall had resisted
arrest.
The writers under review have placed this standard version under
close scrutiny. While they do not discount the shadowy business practices of 1. G. Murphy & Company, these authors detect equally greedy
and subterranean motives in the McSween faction. Donald Cline concludes that McSween, who professed strong Christian inclinations, was
a dissembler, "not the man he openly appeared to be" (pp. 60-61). In
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Sheriff William Brady: Tragic Hero of the Lincoln County War, Donald Lavash
maintains that McSween was unscrupulous and deliberately lured Tunstall into his scheme to subvert the House of Murphy. Robert Utley
declares that McSween "may even have been the central character" in
the vendetta (p. 1). In Lincoln: A New Mexico Epic, John P. Wilson characterizes this lawyer-businessman as the "lethal ingredient" (p. 108).
Historians have made much of the power of the House of Murphy
but have failed to produce the necessary evidence. Enemies of Murphy
charged that he lured humble folk into indebtedness and foreclosed or
coerced his subjects into support of his Democratic machine. Wilson
breaks new paths by analyzing the surviving account books of the
Murphy House and finds that this alleged empire operated in the red.
He explains this poor conduct by the absence of hard cash and liberal
credit practices. Wilson concludes that L. G. Murphy & Company was
"somewhat less than a monopoly," but that the institution realized "the
appearance of success in business was very important ... " (pp. 49-

... ,,'
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51). The House put up a good front. In an ironic twist, the McSweenTunstall combine employed identical business methods in Lincoln. All
were doomed to failure, says Wilson, because the appearance of railroads in the territory in the late 1870s would soon overwhelm small,
isolated empires such as Murphy & Company. "The competition that
would lead to the Lincoln County War was over issues no longer susceptible to local control," adds Wilson, and "were partly a myth anyway ... " (p. 107).
Sheriff Brady played an important part in the opening stages of
the vendetta, but historians have failed-until now-to investigate the
place of this lawman. This Irish immigrant and Union army veteran
served one term in the New Mexico territorial legislature and the citizens of Lincoln County elected him twice to the shrievalty. In Sheriff
William Brady, Lavash assembles the evidence, including traditions preserved by the descendants of Brady, and presents a studied effort to
overcome the "rhetoric and well-chosen expletives" imposed upon the
sheriff's memory (p. 11). While the sources are few, Lavash finds his
subject to have been a "conscientious, careful and exact" public servant
who abided by his oath. A fifteen-year-stint in the United States Army
disciplined him. Memory of the tenant-right struggle of the Irish against
arrogant English landlords made him sensitive to the land schemes of
the Tunstall-McSween faction. Lavash denies the allegation that Brady
became a tool of the Murphy-Dolan interests and points out that Murphy voted for Brady's opposition in the 1876 sheriff's race. Far from
deliberately encouraging factionalism, the sheriff urged any partisans
"to reconcile themselves with others" (p. 36). This author's assertion
that, in a larger sense, the Lincoln County War stemmed from the
resistance of the heavily Irish community to encroachments of persons
of English background is not convincing (p. 12).
Not all agree with Lavash's sympathetic treatment of the Lincoln
County sheriff. Utley regards Brady as "quietly able" but "predisposed"
to the Murphyites (p. 7). Donald Cline agrees. Wilson points out that
Sheriff Brady expressed "ecstasy" when he and his posse attached the
goods in the Tunstall-McSween store (p. 121). With or without the
sanction of McSween, his followers plotted the death of the sheriff.
The traditional explanation is that Billy the Kid and others despised
Brady for the murder of their good friend Tunstall. Lavash disagrees.
He believes the McSween faction feared the detective work of the
lawman, for Brady was ferreting out the details of McSween's landgrabbing plot. He planned to solicit the aid of the territorial governor
to suppress the lawlessness in Lincoln. Furthermore, through warrants
that he held for McSween and others, Brady possessed the "power of
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life and death" over them. McSween offered $500 to anyone who killed
a member of the lethal posse that murdered Tunstall and, finally, extended this bounty to the head of Sheriff Brady. On April 1, 1878, Billy
the Kid and several associates assassinated the sheriff and one deputy.
"Vengeance may have played some role," says Lavash, but desire for
the bounty was primary (p. 110). In the absence of persuasive evidence,
this assertion lacks conclusiveness.
The rival factions clashed in the "five-day battle" in July 1878. A
sheriff's posse killed McSween and several followers. As Utley points
out, the victory of the Murphy-Dolan faction was hollow. Both sides
"collapsed in the rubble of war" (p. 18). Constituted law enforcementfederal and local-had lost credibility. Colonel Nathan Dudley's military remained the only effective force in Lincoln County. Unfortunately,
this pompous, heavy-drinking soldier supported the Murphy faction
in the guise of an impartial observer. His crafty disposition of troops
during the five-day battle disrupted McSween's defenses and enabled
the sheriff's posse to overpower the lawyer's forces. Perhaps recent
scholarship has changed the prevailing tradition about Dudley less than
the acts of any other participant. Utley concludes that Dudley maintained a "carefully contrived impartiality" which served the sheriff in
the July battle. Utley, however, eases this stricture with the observation
that the colonel was "a master of self-justification" throughout his long
and controversial military career. He may have honestly believed in
himself. Wilson adds the observation that Dudley's justification for
moving troops into Lincoln during the'five-day battle-to answer the
appeal of women and children for protection-is without foundation.
A new governor, Lew Wallace, undertook the task of quelling the
feudists in fall 1878. Unfortunately, Wallace failed to live up to his
reputation as a decisive Civil War officer. He neglected to visit the
troubled community of Lincoln immediately. Instead, he depended
upon a presidential proclamation urging lawless persons to retire to
their homes and supplemented this order with a proclamation of amnesty. Wallace arbitrarily declared these measures successful in a few
weeks. When another murder ~ccurred in February 1879, Wallace reluctantly journeyed to Lincoln. The usual explanation for this procrastination is that he was completing a novel, Ben-Hur. Utley concludes
that the territorial executive contributed only modestly to the termination of the vendetta. This belated intervention helped to resurrect
"the institutions of government" (p. 76). Wilson agrees that Wallace's
initial policy of "drift" permitted the feud to linger on. "In the end the
old factions dissolved," says Wilson, "and the problems simply went
away when many of the outlaws were killed or departed" (p. 200).
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The dissipation of these factional passions did not end lawlessness
in Lincoln County. Diehard gunmen, such as Billy the Kid, continued
to pillage. This youthful desperado-not yet punished for the murder
of Sheriff Brady, among others-became a nettle in the side of John
Chisum's herds. In spite of a reputation as an efficient taker of human
life, Cline concludes that the kid possessed a "cowardly disposition
and inflated ego" (p. 73). Utley detects aspects of two "persona" in the
exploits of Billy the Kid during the Lincoln County War-"the psychotic
killer" and "the likable upright youth." At bottom, concludes Utley, he
was an outlaw. In Billy the Kid: A Handbook, Jon Tuska also notes the
"terror" that the outlaw caused (p. 165). A more severe condemnation
of Billy the Kid-manifest in these volumes under review-flows naturally from the diminution of the reputation of McSween's cause. Revisionism seems to be in full swing. 3
Perhaps no act of a frontier lawman has received such attention
as Sheriff Pat Garrett's killing of Billy the Kid at Fort Sumner, New
Mexico, that July night in 1881. Although the peace officer performed
this deed in the line of duty-Bonney had escaped jail and murdered
two deputy sheriffs-the citizenry, especially many Hispanos, condemned Garrett. Some people also resented the sheriff's effrontery
when he published a book (with the assistance of Ash Upson) about
his victim. The story that Garrett and the outlaw had been comradesin-rustling is impossible to substantiate. Cline admits that they were
acquainted but rightly asserts that the lawman "owed Bonney nothing"
(p. 75). The frightened lawman feared he had walked into an ambush.
The assertion that Billy the Kid was unarmed is untrue. If he did not
have a revolver, he did possess a knife, says Cline. Tuska repeats the
story that Garrett attempted to cover this murder with a second coroner's report which suppressed the absence of a weapon. Such a subterfuge would be very difficult to carry out. If the sheriff was a
controversial lawman, Billy the Kid was a murderer many times over.
It is ironic that Garrett, the lawman who ended Billy the Kid's
criminal life, played a critical part in the creation of the new, imaginary
Billy the Kid. Garret (and Upson) wrote The Authentic Life of Billy, the
Kid (1882) to inflate the sheriff's reputation-he had political ambitions-and to make money. While the book did neither, Tuska concludes that without this book, the legend of the outlaw "would have
3. Two useful, if dated, bibliographies on Billy the Kid are J. C. Dykes, Billy the Kid:
The Bibliography of a Legend (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1952), and
Ramon F. Adams, A Fitting Death for Billy the Kid (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1960).
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been different" or would never have "come into being" (p. 119). Subsequent books, especially The Saga of Billy the Kid (1926) by Walter Noble
Burns created "a janus image" in which Billy the Kid could be a hero
or villain, as circumstances demanded. 4 Hollywood follows one or the
other theme: Johnny Mack Brown's "warm characterization" in 1930
(p. 165) or Paul Newman's rendering of the badman as "a manicdepressive with an Oedipus complex" in 1958 (p. 175). Tuska adds that
this two-way image makes Billy the Kid an enduring, if ambiguous,
personality. 5
Just as the legend of Billy the Kid endures, the figure of Sheriff
Garrett persists (although in more muted form). Writers have generally
refused to accord this lawman more than grudging or courteous attention. Some persons admired him, but few genuinely liked him. His
career in business, politics, and law enforcement was not especially
successful, although he earned some reward money for killing Billy
the Kid. It was his reputation for dogged determination when on the
trail of outlaws that persuaded Governor William T. Thornton to appoint Garrett sheriff of Dona Ana County in 1896. The governor assigned Garrett the task of detecting and arresting the murderers of
lawyer Albert Jennings Fountain and his young son, Henry, one of the
most inexcusable homicides in frontier history. Garrett failed in spite
of diligence.6
Colin Rickards picks up the thread of Pat Garrett's life at this point
in Sheriff Pat Garrett's Last Days. In 1908, Garrett's end occurred under
humiliating circumstances on a sandy road near Las Cruces, New Mexico. While Rickards believes the murder of the veteran peace officer
"had some connection" with the determination of Garrett to continue
the Fountain investigation, the author declares that a neighboring
rancher, W. W. Cox, plotted the actual assassination. Cox not only
carried a personal grudge against Garrett but coveted the manhunter's
land. The author bases much of his book upon evidence assembled by
James Hervey, a lawyer and attorney general of New Mexico at the
4. The most useful edition of Pat Garrett's book is the "Western Frontier Library"
imprint with an introduction by J. C. Dykes. Pat F. Garrett, The Authentic Ufe of Billy, the
Kid (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1954). Walter Noble Burns, The Saga of Billy
the Kid (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1926).
5. For a similar study of the legend of Billy the Kid, see Stephen Tatum, Inventing
Billy the Kid: Visions of the Outlaw in America, 1881-1981 (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1982).
6. For the murder of Albert and Henry Fountain, see A. M. Gibson, The Ufe and
Death of Colonel Albert Jennings Fountain (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1965).
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time of Garrett's death. Mounted Police Captain Fred Fornoff also conducted an investigation. Rickards depends heavily upon Hervey's posthumous article in True West, 8 (March-April 1961), 16-17, 40-42.
Unfortunately, the Hervey item contains much hearsay. In the absence
of the conviction of accused murderers in court, Rickards' ideas concerning Garrett's death must remain theory. Even the author admits
the existence of other versions of this assassination. The prominence
of the conspiratorial interpretation of history in the twentieth century
encourages such speculation. As Leon C. Metz pointed out in his biography of Garrett, W. W. Cox"did not kill Pat Garrett." Wayne Brazel,
who admitted the crime, committed the homicide. Conspiratorial theories often obscure the simple solutions. 7
While the authors under review have contributed new and muchneeded points of view toward the Lincoln County War era, they build
upon a substantial-if incomplete-foundation. William Keleher set a
new standard for rectitude and research in Violence in Lincoln County,
while Maurice Garland Fulton attempted the first up-to-date narrative
of this subject in his History of the Lincoln County War. 8 The many articles
of Philip J. Rasch-too many to enumerate here-utilize every available
southwestern newspaper and sizable amounts of government documents.
The authors of this half-dozen have been in the enviable position
to build upon the labors of the previous generation. Several of them
also apply critical thinking to the corpus of Lincoln County material.
As a result, more balanced treatment of the feuding factions emerges.
Both sides-the Murphyites and McSweens-contributed to the mayhem. The precise nature of important personalities, such as McSween
and Sheriff Brady, still elude us. Just as a clearer understanding of
McSween's motives is essential to a fuller comprehension of the origins
of the vendetta, the details of Brady's death will illuminate this key
homicide. It is ironic that the more historians learn about the Lincoln
County War and its aftermath, the greater the number of questions
that seem to arise. Like the mythical Sisyphus, the Lincoln County
War scholar may be doomed to roll the rock of scholarship ever uphill.

7. Leon C. Metz, Pat Garrett: The Story of a Western Lawman (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1974), 302.
8. William A. Keleher, Violence in Lincoln County 1869-1881: A New Mexico Item (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1957); Maurice Garland Fulton, History of
the Lincoln County War, ed. Robert N. Mullin (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1968).

